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One 


Rehearsals during the day in the small hot space they somehow acquired for this purpose. Slash tuned his 
guitar, hair obscuring his face, sunglasses obscuring his eyes. He was hidden, and he liked it that way. 


Everyone was here, Izzy was tuning his guitar, his lank black hair falling in little spikes around his face. Duff 
was fiddling with his amp, his long body bent nearly double as he fiddled with the little knobs. Steven was 
tapping on the cymbal, making the high pitched little cymbal crash, smiling wide, his smile and his teeth taking 
up half of his face. Slash felt such crushing affection toward him, his cheerful ragamuffin little friend he'd 


been skateboarding with and playing music with since junior high. They were all here, all except one. Axl. 


It was sometimes easier when Axl wasn't here, no one else was as volatile. They were all pretty easy going 
guys if you thought about it, Izzy with his calm, laid back cool, Duff with his beer and his business like 
attitude, Steven's easy laughter, and Slash's ability to exist in the moment, for the moment. The moment was 
all there was and he could stay in its space, very Zen like, he thought. Then there was Axl. Slash didn't always 
know what to make of him, and ironically it was Steven who pulled him toward him in the early days. Slash had 
wanted to run, seeing that concentrated anger on that somehow angelic face, translucent skin and clear green 


eyes. 


"We need him. We need him to be our singer, then this band will really take of fl" Steven had said, staring at 
Axl up on the stage, the microphone stand gripped in one fist like a weapon, and then he set it down and 
caressed its length like it was a woman, his eyes closed, and then he squeezed his eyes shut. It did draw you 


in, Slash could see that. It was ironic now because Axl couldn't stand Steven. 


He continued tuning the guitar and then played a few licks, and Izzy joined in, then Duff, then Steven happily 
tapping away on the other drums, the cymbal coming in at just the right moment. This was the band, Steven 
had been right, they needed Axl. He sometimes thought Axl didn't like Steven because he wasn't smart enough, 
but that had been smart. 


Smart. Fucking Axl was brilliant. It made Slash widen his eyes behind his sunglasses and shake his head. They 
were all grimy, scrabbling musicians, drug addicts, drinkers, slackers. He was drifting, he knew that. He drifted 
from one drug to one shot to one woman to one gig, each thing a moment unto itself. But Axl, he didn't talk 
like the skinny heroin addict he sometimes appeared to be. You could hardly understand him sometimes, the 
words he used, the concepts he just floated into conversation. 


The rehearsal, the jam, was going pretty good. There was magic here, Slash knew that from the other bands 
he'd been in, how things couldn't quite gel with those other bands. He wasn't quite sure why this worked so 
well, just some luck of the alchemy of all of their skills blending together. Now, as the music climbed and 
dipped and they went into their already characteristic change about two thirds through the song, he wanted 
Axl to be here. Axl completed the magic and elevated it. 


And then he was there, standing in his black leather pants and ripped T-shirt, hugging himself with his 
muscular but thin arms, the tattoos like paint on his biceps. He knew the song they were doing, he had written 
most of it. His eyes were narrowed in concentration, and he took a step toward the microphone stand. Slash 
looked at him, his fingers automatically playing the right notes without him even looking. The guitar was a 
natural extension of his hand, his fingers, his thoughts. It was something else to hide behind, but Axl hid behind 
nothing. During their gigs it was Axl most people focused on, it was his voice they heard. 


Axl stepped toward the microphone and grabbed it like it might come alive and slip away, and he pulled it 
toward himself and launched into a scream that seemed to come from the center of his being, from the deep 
caverns of his stomach and chest, and it fit in and above the music perfectly, like this song had always 
existed, 


After rehearsal they wandered to one of the overstuffed bars, people spilling out onto the street. There was a 
band playing here, and they were all right, but not as good as they were when they really got going. Slash 


gazed at them from under his curls. 
Everyone was slipping away, Steven and Izzy finding girls and going with them somewhere, bathroom stalls, the 
back seats of cars, alleyways. Duff was there one moment, gone the next. It was okay. He was keeping his eyes 


on Ax. 


Axl wasn't always the same, not always the screaming, outgoing, opinionated lead singer. In this bar he sipped a 


beer and avoided eye contact with everyone, his eyes looking off to the side. That was the other side of him, 
his fragile, I'll hurt you before you can hurt me side that was also a part of the appeal. Axl had to have all 
these things, all these contradictions and complications for the fans to relate to and obsess over. All he could 


do was play guitar, he couldn't be so complicated. 


At home, sitting on their ratty couch that he swore Duff had dragged in from off the street, he watched Axl 
write a song, mouthing certain lyrics to himself, strands of his long red hair almost touching the paper. Axl 
was beautiful, he could tell, and it was weird to think that about another guy, about someone who was your 
friend. He was the only guy he'd ever thought was beautiful. Women were beautiful, guys were..he didn't know. 
Ick. Ick was the closest thing he could think of to describe guys, hairy, thick eyebrows, just..ick There wasn't 
anything attractive about guys, that's what he always thought until he met Axl. Jesus. That long hair that 
looked right, not like he should go get a haircut, those eyes, the shape of his nose, his lips when they were 
parted and he was looking up at something. He was perfect. 


It didn't matter, Axl was homophobic as fuck. Despite looking so beautiful, tempting both males and females, 
he'd tense and pull away from any advance by a guy and then punch that guy. Slash almost laughed, thinking 
about it. He knew what had happened, some guy tried to rape him in a hotel room or something, he'd tell that 
story as an intro to some of their songs, and that also made him laugh. If that had happened to him he'd 
probably tell nobody, and Axl told a whole club full of people. 


He gazed at the look of concentration on Axl's face as he worked out the lyrics, trying to get the scrawl on 
the paper to match the glorious thing in his head. Slash shifted his weight, moving closer to Axl, and then laid 
his head on his shoulder. Axl tolerated this. He let him do it at home and on stage, leaning his head back and 
trying to catch his breath after all the screaming he did on stage. 


They were on stage, the club lights low except for the ones that were shining in their faces. They were all 
pretty stationary on stage, anchored in place by their instruments, all except Axl. He was wearing a loose 
button up shirt open all the way to the last button, creating a V through which you could see his skinny torso. 
When he wasn't singing he was moving and kind of sort of dancing around them down the length of the stage, 
doing that sexy little snake move he was in the process of perfecting. Slash could see it out of the corner of 
his eyes, that side to side movement and then the thrust of his hips like he was fucking someone. From time 
to time he'd catch Axl and play his guitar with his head resting on his shoulder, and sometimes Axl would put 


his arm around him. Slash smiled beneath his curls. 


Axl would freak if a guy tried stuff with him. The almost getting raped in the hotel room story varied, but it 
usually ended with Axl almost killing the guy up against the door of the room, a knife or a straight razor held 
to his throat. Slash kept that story in mind when he was drunk and thought that Axl looked prettier than any 
girl ever could. He kept it in mind when people would brush up against Axl at a club or some bar and he saw 


his whole body stiffen. 


Axl more or less could catch his breath during the guitar solos and the breaks between songs and during the 
drawn out intros. His teased up hair started to look a little limp by the end, and he could see the sweat 


glistening on him, on all of them. The crowd bounced along to most songs, swayed to others, and Axl seemed 


happy with them. He treated the crowd like one entity and sometimes he was pleased with their reactions and 

sometimes he was angry with them, yelling at one or two for fighting or looking bored, insulting them and then 
ordering them to sing along. But tonight he smiled at them and shook hands with those in the first rows. Then 
he straightened up and slithered around the stage again. 


Slash had drunk more than usual, the notes seeming to just slip off the guitar, and he liked Axl's hair like that, 
all teased up like a girl's. He played a particularly tricky solo as Axl writhed and grinded his hips to it, and he 
wanted him. He licked his lips and his eyes followed his fingers as they grazed and plucked the guitar strings, 
and he could feel Axl's movements without even having to look at him, and he wanted him. 


The last notes hung in the air, and Axl stood at the microphone after he sang the last verse, and Slash went 
over to him, stood in front of him, his back to the crowd. Axl wore his mirrored sunglasses, but he could still 
see his eyes. He could kiss Axl right here and right now, and what could he do? Punch him on stage, in front of 
everybody? Axl would think, he knew this, he would think it was an edgy stage move, a sort of fuck you to the 
uptight straight guys in the audience. Axl might be an uptight straight guy himself, but he never missed an 
opportunity to say fuck you to any group, his own groups included. 


Slash licked his lips, knowing he could do it and get away with it. He flipped his hair out of his eyes but it fell 
right back, and he leaned in toward Axl and kissed him, feeling electricity as his lips brushed Axls, and Axl 
closed his eyes and opened his mouth. Slash let his tongue gently explore, feeling Axl's tongue and his teeth, his 
own eyes slipping shut. 


He could hear the crowd behind him yelling, screaming, cheering. Did they know he was kissing Axl and wanted 
to do more? Could they even see the kiss, since he was standing directly in front of him, obscuring their view? 
He pulled away and watched Axl open his eyes, looking dazed. It wasn't the sharp look and the quick anger he 
had expected, and he smiled his wide, shit eating grin at him. He stepped away from him and back to his place, 
turning to the crowd again. 


Axl blinked a few times behind his sunglasses, and so close to him Slash could hear him swallow. Then he pulled 


the microphone stand toward his chest, the microphone inches from his lips. 


"| like this," he said, his deep voice always a surprise after his shrieking, demon singing. What did he like? This 
gig, the crowd, how excited they were? The kiss? The unexpected violation of his straight persona? Slash looked 


sideways at him, thinking of all the things he could get him to like. 


Two 


After the show Slash felt his nerves getting to him, making his hands shake. What would Axl say or do about 
that kiss? No one said anything, not Steven or Duff laughing, clicking their Miller beer cans together. Not Izzy, 
who pet his dog and sipped from a bottle of Jack. And not Axl, who sipped a beer and leaned back in his folding 
chair, a hat down low over his eyes. 


The next day he awoke at noon and wondered where Axl was. He didn't care about the others. Steven was gone, 
out in LA. getting into trouble. Izzy was nodding out, a burnt spoon and a lighter next to the chair he was 
sitting in Duff was in the kitchen, looking grimly at a glass of orange juice, and then he grimaced and took a sip. 
Axl was asleep on the couch. Sometimes he slept most of the day. God forbid you wake him, Slash had made 
that mistake once or twice. 


Axl wasn't waking up anytime soon, he could tell by the way he was curled into himself, his red hair obscuring 
his face. Slash held a few strands of it lightly between his fingers, holding his breath to ensure that Axl 
wouldn't wake. He'd never liked red hair before, he found it to be a rather unfortunate color, and it made him 


think of clowns. Or carrots. But Axl's hair, it wasn't carrot red or clown red, it was reddish, copper, rust. 


Slash took off, slipping into his black skinny jeans and black converse, slipping into a more or less clean white T- 
shirt. He headed toward the strip, toward the bars. He thought of that kiss, how Axl had opened his mouth, 
surprising him. He slid into an oak wood booth, ordered a beer and a shot. He closed his eyes behind his 
sunglasses, beneath his hair. His drinks arrived, gleaming and wet in the glasses, one big, one little. He grabbed 


the shot in his fist and slammed it down, chased it with a long, cool swallow of beer. 


He could easily pursue this thing with Axl, he could easily see how far it could go. He wanted to know why he 
felt like he did around him, like his stomach wanted to twist and his head didn't have enough blood in it, making 
him light-headed. He wanted to know why the things Axl said that made no sense to him fascinated him so 
much. He wanted to kiss him again and not in front of hundreds of screaming people. He wanted to kiss him on 


a couch or a bed, leaning toward him and over him, seeing those light blue/green eyes slip closed. 


He tilted the empty shot glass toward his lips again, hoping for a stray drop or two to make its way into his 
blood stream. He took another long swallow of beer. He wouldn't mind trying this out with Axl because he didn't 
care that he was a guy, it wasn't like he liked guys as a rule. If he wanted his moments filled with Axl, with 
kissing him, with trailing his fingers down his lean chest and stomach, then that was what he wanted. It was 
Axl who would probably have a problem. 


Axl didn't just tell the rape story to a screaming crowd of fans. He'd told it after he laid a guy out flat for 
whispering into his ear. Slash had been watching from the other side of that bar, watching the guy that had 
been eyeing Axl all night finally get the courage to go up to him. He saw Axl stiffen as the guy leaned over to 
him, then he saw that look in Axl's eyes and he started making his way over to them before Axl's hand had 
even curled into a fist. By the time he made it over to them the guy was on the ground, holding his hands 
over his nose and the gushing blood. Slash grabbed Axl by the waist and pulled him away, dragged him out of 


the bar, trying to prevent friends of the guy beating Axl to a pulp or getting his ass hauled off to jail 


The anger was in his eyes and he looked like he wanted to go back in that bar and finish what he started, but 
Slash just kept pulling him away until he finally started walking away, the anger dulling ever so slightly. 


"What the fuck, Axl, what did that guy do?" he had said, feeling a headache start as the adrenaline wore away, 
and he hadn't even been involved in the fight. 


"He said he wanted to sleep with me or some such shit," Axl spit the words, turning his head back in the 


direction of the bar, eyes narrowing. 
"So?" 


"So? So this guy once in this hotel room tried that shit, | went to sleep, nothing was going on, he went to sleep, 
and | woke up with him trying to fuck me," 


Slash had looked at him from under his hair, hearing the anger, but there was also fear. That guy in that 
hotel had scared him, and Slash could see it as he told the story all these years later. 


He blinked, back in the moment with his empty shot glass and empty beer glass, the rings of condensation on 
the wooden tabletop. How could he ever try anything with Axl, anything for real, not some stage stunt? 


He made his way home, the one shot and one beer not even touching him. Maybe Axl would be up by now, 
maybe he'd be out, gone. Maybe he was too sober to try anything else and risk all that coiled anger inside of 
Axl getting turned onto him. 


He heard the music as he approached the house, stepping over cement tiles on the weed choked walkway. He 
saw Izzy strumming on an acoustic guitar, Duff picking the bass, Steven taping out a rhythm on his little set 
of bongos. He heard Axl's deep hum and then he launched into the words, his voice sounding like he needed to 


clear his throat, grit caught between his vocal chords. 


Instinctively he reached for his guitar, one of many, this one propped up in the closest corner. He added a 
whining screeching note that sounded like the guitar version of Axl's voice, and he shook his head, letting his 
curls bounce around his face. He had to get kissing Axl and trying shit with Axl out of his head. 


Hours later, the night becoming early morning, everyone was out or passed out somewhere, all except him and 
Axl. Axl was writing again, a new song or the one he was working on before, his eyes narrowed in 
concentration. Because his hair covered his eyes Axl couldn't see him staring at him. He swallowed hard, 


wondering what he would do if he tried a kiss again 


He wasn't used to this, all this thinking about things he wanted to do, all these doubts. He usually just did 
things. He could have ravaged Axl already, last night or right now, but he didn't want to scare him. That's what 
he took from his hotel story. He'd been vulnerable and he'd been scared, and Slash didn't want to make him feel 


like that. He wanted him to feel safe. He reached out and brushed a strand of Axl's red hair away from the 


paper he was hunched over, and Axl didn't even glance at him when he did it. 


He shifted on the couch so he was right next to him, inhaling the scent of light cologne and cigarettes. He 
leaned his head on Axl's shoulder, feeling his cool skin and the bone beneath. Axl went on staring at his paper, 
chewing on the end of the pen Slash felt the desire twisting up his cells, making him shiver despite the heat of 
the room, the heat of Axl's body so close to his. He couldn't help it or stop himself, he knew the risks. He 
turned his head and kissed Axl's cheek, and Axl swatted him away like a bug, shifting his weight and settling 
slightly away from him. He didn't take his eyes from his paper or the pen from his teeth until Slash did it 


again, not daring to go from his cheek to his lips. 


"Cmon, Slash, I'm working on something," he said, and he didn't even look over at him. 


Three 


Slash looked sideways at Axl, and it was like he wasn't even in the room, he was so involved with that song, 
those lyrics, tweaking and twisting everything to get it just right. He'd never seen anyone be able to 
concentrate on one thing like that for as long as Axl could. Him and Steven would just come out with whatever 


it was, the lick, the beat, it was almost spontaneous. 


Slash shifted on the couch, moving away from Axl despite wanting to move closer. It was no use when he was 
doing something, working on something. He was oblivious to everything except the things in his head. He 
wondered what the world thought of him, at least the world as it appeared in the little clubs they played in. 
Did they think that Axl was just a drifting drug addict who had the luck of a pretty cool voice and just went 
with things, the songs practically creating themselves? They didn't know, they couldn't know the amount of 
thought and time that he put into every one of those words. 


Part of it, Slash thought, was the image Axl himself was projecting. He dressed like that, like a stripper rock 
star who had just been shooting up heroin in a gutter somewhere, city lights twinkling down on him. 


He sighed, noticing the way Axl's mouth was slightly open as he stared down at his paper, he noticed the deep 
and even breathing. He even looked smart despite the crazy ragged clothes, despite the long hair like a girl, 
despite the make-up he would wear onstage sometimes. Those things didn't affect the intelligence that was 
visible in his eyes. 


He could imagine pushing these papers aside and lightly pushing Axl back on the couch, feeling the working 
muscles beneath him, inhaling that scent of cologne and soda, light and sugary. He could imagine the feel of his 
lips, it would be the same as onstage, soft and strong at the same time, so different than kissing girls. 


He flipped his dark curly mass of hair out of his eyes so he could see him better. He could just take him in 
while he worked on something without the fear of Axl turning toward him suddenly and demanding to know 
what he wanted. Sometimes he couldn't figure out what was so damn beautiful about him. What was it? The 
high hollow cheekbones, the long line of his jaw? His light colored eyes with the reddish gold eyelashes? His 
smooth sheet of red hair? It was a rare hair color when it was natural, and he thought of the horror show of 
the girls he'd seen with dyed red hair, Ronald MacDonald hair, their complexions usually too dark to pull it off. 
Natural red heads had this strange pallor, this pale whiteness that just went with the odd hair color. Axl had 
that, even though he was sometimes almost tan. It was rare, though, only because he tended to sleep most of 


the day and come out at night, like a vampire. 


Slash shifted again and sighed, wanting Axl to turn to him and ask him what was up, but he didn't. He was stil 
gone, gone wherever he went when he worked on these songs. He didn't know how he could signal to him that 
he wanted something from him because of the way things were, the way they stood. He could slide up next to 
him on couches or chairs, lean his head on his shoulder or against his arm and Axl would just go on doing 
whatever he was doing, talking, drinking, watching TV., whatever it was. He'd barely seem to notice, he'd 


sometimes pull away if the weight became too much, but Slash would just slide back, resting his head more 


lightly on his shoulder and then Axl would be okay with it. On stage he would go up next to him, but Axl would 
come to him sometimes, arcing his back and leaning against him, the song tearing out of his lungs. He'd put his 
arm around him and then, onstage, Ax! would lean his head on Slash's shoulder, and Slash would play the guitar 


without even seeing it, feeling the comforting weight against him. 


What could he do? Even a kiss onstage didn't seem to signal to Axl that he wanted things, he wanted something 
more than friendship and being in the band together and living together in this squalor. He wanted something 


more, and he couldn't really say what. 


It was complicated because Axl was complicated. He just wanted to kiss him, his tongue exploring the deep 
recesses of his mouth, he wanted to run his hands down his soft, flawless skin, he wanted to just do and feel 


and try, because the moments were all that mattered. 


Practice during the days, the hot little room seeming to fill up with their music. The new songs Axl was 
working on were pretty good, Slash had to admit as the lyrics came out and reached the ceiling, and he put a 
sliding little guitar riff over them. He could see the crowds bouncing to this once they got to the clubs. 


Bars and beer and Jack Daniels at night, drinking alone in his little booth, observing everything from under his 
sheath of dark hair. He didn't know where any of the others were, not a one. He'd seen Steven looking a little 
thinner, his usual smile replaced with a junk sick grimace. He'd seen Izzy desperately working on some riffs, his 
white shirt sleeves rolled all the way down even in the heat of the small rooms they worked in. Duff seemed 


okay but he couldn't remember seeing him anywhere without a drink in his hand And Axl could be anywhere. 


He headed home, stopping at the liquor store and picking up a bottle of cheap wine, hoping someone might be 
home to drink it with him. The nights were cooler, and he felt the slight breeze against his sweaty cheek. He 
kept walking, avoiding the cracks on the sidewalk like he had since early childhood. 


He reached their place, silent and shut up, but lights were on. He pushed on the door, the bottle of wine in his 
hand like he was a guest at a dinner party. He didn't see anyone in the squalid living room, the couch sagging in 


the center of the room. 


"Hey, Slash," Axl said, emerging from the hallway, dressed in jeans. His hair was still dripping from the shower 
he just took, and when it was wet it looked brown. He looked very male this way, his hair wet and slicked back, 
and you couldn't tell how long and pretty it was. The jeans were gender neutral, and when he wore no shirt 
there was less of the illusion of femininity. Slash noticed the dull shine of his silver nipple ring. He'd gone with 
Axl to get that, and it seemed like no big deal until they got there and the instruments were gleaming on the 
wall behind the guy with tattoos on his neck and a huge metal ring through his lip. Axl had sat in the chair 
that reminded Slash of a dentist's chair, gripping the armrests, his eyes squeezed shut in anticipation of the 


pain. 
"Want to go out and get a drink?" Axl said. 


"| brought some drinks with me," he said, holding up the bottle of wine, and Axl smiled. 


"Cool," he said, sitting down on the couch, legs spread wide, his hair starting to dry and acquiring a few red 
highlights. Slash twisted off the cap and grabbed two coffee cups. The heavy mugs were the only things that 


didn't seem to break around here. He splashed some wine into each one. 


He watched Axl close his eyes and take a long swallow, grimacing slightly from the poor quality of the cheap 
wine. But he took another sip, and Slash could see that he wanted to relax, he was trying to force himself to 
relax. He poured more into Axl's cup when it was empty than he poured into his own, but he drank more than 
Axl as a general rule, so he could handle it better. After half the bottle was gone he could see it effecting 


him, saw his eyes slipping shut for longer than a blink, saw his smile coming a little easier. 


He thought he could try stuff now, maybe another kiss while Axl's defenses were down, while the wine chipped 
at his armor, making him forget the hotel incident. He leaned in close, smelling the scent of shampoo and soap 
that lingered on Axl's skin He closed his eyes, feeling his lips brush against his, feeling him open his mouth like 
he did before, feeling the gentle flick of his tongue, the hard row of his teeth. He heard Axl half sigh, half 
moan, and he caressed his naked shoulders and then his back, deepening the kiss, moving closer to him. He 
didn't want to push things but he was pretty drunk and his living in and for the moment thing took over, and 
he trailed his hands from Axl's chest to his stomach to the button of his jeans and he was about to flick 
them open with one little practiced twist of his wrist when Axl stiffened up and pulled away. 


"No," he said, his voice just slightly above a whisper, his eyes half shut, but he could see the sudden 


fenseness of his muscles and the quick and shallow breathing. 


"Okay, l'm sorry," Slash said, trying to lean back in and kiss him again, kiss it all away, but it was all over now. 
Axl gently shoved him away, pulling over and into himself, and his eyes were widening, looking around the room, 


fear creeping into them. 


"Hey, what's wrong? It's okay.” Slash said, his voice drunk and soothing. Axl's breathing had gone from the 


quickness of arousal to the rapidness of fear, and he moved as far away from him on the couch that he could 


go. 


Drunkenness didn't enable him to make the best decisions and despite clearly reading fear in Axl's voice and 
body language he still pushed ahead because he wanted him, he wanted to taste him. He leaned in and over 


again and Axl shoved him away, anger in his eyes. 


"No, Jesus, Slash..nothing..nothing more than kissing." Axl pulled his knees up to his chest and hugged them, 
glaring over at Slash. If he hadn't drank so much he would have got up and left, Slash was sure. 


"Okay, okay, I'm sorry," he said, trying to tug his knees down, trying not to scare him away. He kissed his lips, 
mouth closed, his hand on the back of his damp hair. 


Four 


Axl pulled away, breaking Slash's hold on the back of his head. Slash stared, slack jawed and drunk, overwhelmed 
by how pretty Axl was. His hair was nearly dry and back to red, hanging over his shoulders. He stood up, 
jumped up, eyes blazing now, the fear all burned out of them, the desire still there but dim. 


"What the fuck, Slash?" he said, his breathing heavy, his stare concentrated on him. Slash felt the danger 


through the alcohol haze. Axl was always dangerous when he was angry. 


What had he expected? He knew Axl was like this. He knew he flipped out when people mistook him for a girl 
from the back because of his pretty long hair and thin frame. He knew he punched guys for making advances 
in bars or clubs, he knew he had nearly killed that guy in that hotel room. But he dressed that way, in long 
flowing shirts and leather pants, he teased his hair up and wore make-up. Was it all the rock star thing? Was 
it all a part of this mystique that was in his head? He leaned against him on stage, he writhed up against him 
as he tried to play his guitar, was it all for show? 


"Axl, hey, uh.'m sorry..." 


He still wanted him, maybe even more now that the chance was slipping away in the narrowed angry stare, the 
tenseness of all of his muscles. He could see exactly what that guy from the hotel must have been thinking. 
He tired to picture it, Axl asleep on the floor, his straight red hair falling around his face, his breathing deep 
and easy, the contours of his body visible beneath his clothes. How could he have resisted? What did he do? 
Try to undress Axl as he slept, slipping his jeans off, down over his ass and hips, down his thighs? When 


exactly had Axl woken up? He never went into details. 


He shook his head. He stood up, taking steps back. He wouldn't push him or try things when he was like this, 


when the fear turned to anger, his fall back coping mechanism. 


Axl shoved him, making him almost fall to the floor. He could withstand that, Axl's shoves and punches. He'd 


never seen anyone as angry and violent as Axl, and it fascinated him, like watching a tiger in a cage. 


The punches came next, hard but harmless punches raining down on his biceps, and he tensed and flinched as 

they came. He wouldn't be able to put up with much more of this, and he knew his attempt to take him might 
end up like this. He wanted it to end up with Axl yielding beneath him, closing his eyes as things built up inside 
him. But he knew this was more than a possibility. 


He thought about Axl's childhood for a minute, what he knew of it. He knew that Axl grew up in the Midwest, 
Illinois or Indiana or something with some hard assed preacher step-father who didn't let him do anything. He 
probably drilled the evils of homosexuality into his head from a young age, and when stuff was drilled so early 
it was hard to get away from. 


He saw Axl's fist aimed at his face and decided enough was enough. He grabbed his fist before it could connect 


and twisted his arm around, catching the other arm and locking Axl into a tight embrace, not sensual at all, a 
wrestling hold to get him to stop hitting him. Axl twisted and bucked in the hold but he wouldn't be able to 
break free. On the few and far between days he went to high school he did this in gym class and then 


proceeded to perfect it on all his friends and enemies. 


"Hey! Quit it!" Slash said, struggling to hold him as he twisted, but he liked the friction he felt between their 
bodies as Axl struggled, hissing between his teeth. 


"Fuck you, Slash, you're not gonna..you won't." There was more but it was becoming unintelligible. 


‘lm sorry, okay! I'm sorry!" He felt wetness on his arm that was up near Axl's face. Was he crying? All this 
over a kiss? He had a thought then that made him feel cold. What if the little hotel story was highly edited 
and it didn't end with Axl quite so unscathed and triumphant? He was still twisting in his embrace but kind of 
pulling away from him, too. Slash licked his lips and wanted to let him go but he was afraid he'd get attacked 
again. Who knew, maybe he deserved it. He should have left Axl alone. He could have kept the desire locked 
firmly in his head. 


He took a deep breath and let him go all at once, dropping his arms from around him, bracing himself for a 
swift kick or a punch to the face. Axl spun around and stared at him, his eyes glistening with the tears. He 


heard him swallow. 


"Fuck you," Axl said quietly, wiping his tears with his forearm. Slash stared after him as he went down the hall 
to the bedroom and emerged a second later in a T-shirt over the jeans and his boots on. He watched him grab 


the door handle like he grabbed the microphone, as though it was alive and trying to get away. 


Five 


The week went on as usual, Axl seeming to ignore what had happened and wasn't treating him any different. 
Slash hid behind his hair and his guitar. It had been a stupid thing to try, he knew that or should have known 
it. 


He was thankful for the extreme drug use of the others. They didn't notice anything. He was surprised they 
could even play, like he was sometimes surprised he could play with all that whiskey sloshing around inside of 
him. 


Girls were just as easy to hook up with, easier. He should have known Axl had all kinds of hang-ups, he did 
know that. It was just hard because he was around him all the time and his angular face and his sheet of 
shiny red hair was just so goddamn alluring, and made all the more twisted and sick and pretty because he 


was another guy. 


Another night all alone in the house, everyone else had drifted away. He was taking a break from drinking and 
picking up girls, just for one night. He reached for his guitar, his fingers travelling so dexterously over the 
strings, the sounds wrapping around him, and he could see it and manipulate it. It was the only thing in the 
world that could block out everything else, the only thing he could dissolve in 


"Slash," It was Axl, and he hadn't heard him approach. He looked up at him, his thick curls falling away from his 
eyes. He was dressed the way he liked best, tight black leather pants and a black sleeveless T-shirt, all his 


tattoos exposed. 


"Yeah," he said, turning back to his guitar. His guitar was safe, it was always there and the same for him. Axl 
was the most unpredictable and unsafe thing in his world. 


"Hey," Axl said, and Slash looked at him again, the last chord he played just fading away. He was drunk, he could 
see that, he saw it in his eyes. 


‘I'm sorry..about the other night," he said, taking a step toward him, so drunk he was about to fall. Slash stood 
up and caught him, feeling the taut muscles in his arms, feeling the bones. Axl turned his head and kissed his 
neck, sending a chill through Slash's entire body. 


Did he want this or was he too drunk to know better? He brushed aside the long red hair and inhaled the 
scent of cologne and shampoo and juniper berries, he'd been drinking gin. He kissed him, his mouth searching for 


Axls, his heart beating as fast as it did when they were onstage. He discovered that he didn't care. 


"C'mon," Slash said, his voice husky and quiet, and he pulled Axl with him to the bedroom and the unmade bed, 
he pushed him down on it and he had time to register a fleeting look of fear in Axl's eyes. 


"IFs okay," he whispered to him, and he seemed to relax somewhat. The alcohol would help with that. His skin 


was so soft, so perfect, that pale color with the freckles you could see close up. 


Nothing more than kisses, isn't that what he said the other day before he flipped out and erupted into anger? 
It was. So he kissed him, trying not to let his hands wander down that perfect slender body, his hip bones 
jutting out just a bit beneath the dark leather, looking almost painful, the material of his pants pulled tight 
across the little dip. 


He felt Axl's tongue as it flicked against his own, felt his hands that had begun to touch his hair and get 
tangled in the black curls. He kissed down his neck and couldn't help it, his hands strayed on their own to his 
chest and his stomach and the waist of his pants. He felt the smooth leather beneath his fingers, felt the 
rough rawhide rope that tied up like a sneaker. He felt Axl stiffen, his body jerking away, and he brought both 
hands back up to his hair, feeling the smooth straight red strands between his fingers. He relaxed again, 
somewhat, breathing between the kisses in such a way that Slash thought he was willing himself to relax. 


Slash smiled behind his hair, diving back into the kiss, feeling Axl's mouth open and yield to him. Wasn't this 
more fun than having some girl throw herself at him? It was, the challenge of Axl wanting it and not wanting 
it at the same time was driving him crazy. 


Only kissing him was like what you did in junior high with girls when you were too scared to go any further. He 


was scared again, scared that Axl would retreat into his comforting homophobia, his fear turning into anger. 


He felt the hard pulse on his neck with one finger, he felt his ragged breath against him when he pulled away. 
He stared down at his closed eyes, and every so often he'd squeeze them shut. He felt the delicate hollow 
beneath his neck and licked it, making Axl arch his back and moan. He moaned just like he did onstage in a few 


songs that called for it, and it made him feel the same way. Insanely turned on 


Six 
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He wanted to do more, he dared to do more. He let his hands trail down further, watching Axl for the telltale 
pulling away. He tugged on the thick rawhide lace that tied up the front of the leather pants and Axl let him, 
his eyes closed, breathing heavy. He felt the soft skin of Axl's waist, the upward ridge of his hip bone, his 
hand inching down steadily when it all fell apart. Axl opened his eyes like he just realized where he was and 
what he was doing. His breathing changed, still heavy but quicker, shallow. His pupils that had been dilated with 
lust constricted, pinpoints observing Slash with guarded fear. He shook his head, straight red hair moving 
against his cheekbones, and he pushed Slash's hands away. 


Slash let himself be pushed away, let Axl sit up and glare at him, let him pull his knees to his chest. He'd have 
him one day, he knew it. Even if it would always be one little step forward and five back, he'd have him. He 
could be patient. 


He didn't seem angry like before, ready to pound on him. He seemed almost disgusted with himself, for doing 
any little bit with a guy or for being unable to do more, Slash wasn't sure. 


"Sorry," Axl said thickly, looking down and away. Slash observed him, the slight tremor visible in his arms and 
hands as he hugged his knees, the shiny sheet of red hair that was such an odd, interesting color you couldn't 
help but stare. There was something feminine about him despite the strong line of his jaw and the muscular 
arms covered in tattoos. It was his smallness, his pretty eyes with the reddish gold lashes like an angel in 
some medieval painting, it was his hair, prettier than any girl's. Slash licked his lips, feeling his heart rate 
speeding up even more. Axl's fear was turning him on and he felt like a terrible human being. 


He thought that Axl would be happier if he didn't look so pretty, if the natural reaction to him wasn't one of 
lust and desire. Guys with no previous homosexual leanings could be attracted to him. Girls were attracted to 


him, turned on by the contradiction of the sudden flash of temper and the deep voice and his appearance. 


"Axl," Slash said, tugging at his knees again, trying to get him to relax, "I'm not going to hurt you," he said, 
leaning in and kissing him slowly, his tongue playing over Axl's teeth and tongue, soft and teasing. Axl let 
himself be kissed, he let Slash push his knees down and then push him back against the mattress. He let his 


hand travel down his body again, wanting to do more, needing it. 


Once he reached the edge of those leather pants he could feel Axl stiffen, felt him twist beneath him, felt the 
rough shove that got him off of him and nearly onto the floor. 


There was anger and fear in Axl's eyes and Slash had trouble remembering that he hadn't started things this 


time. 


"Look, | can't, | just can't." Axl said, his fingers working to retie the rawhide string of his pants. Slash sighed, 

trying to let his body understand that he wouldn't be getting any from Axl tonight. At least he hadn't jumped 
up and punched him. At least he was still on the bed Slash crawled up next to him, brushing his hair out of 

his eyes. 


"What really happened in that hotel?" Slash said, sneaking his arm around him and encircling his wrist, ready to 
tug him back if he tried to get away. 


"What hotel?" Axl said, but he could see in his eyes that he knew. 
"The hotel when you were hitchhiking, some air conditioning repair guy in a white van or something..." 


"He tried to rape me," Axl said, just as he always said. Slash didn't think it was a good idea to be questioning 
him about it, because he hadn't been there and however Axl chose to remember it was his business. He let 


his fingers tangle in his hair, he breathed on his pale neck. He knew he was lying. 
"Tried?" Slash whispered, his hand trailing slowly down Axl's back 


"Yeah, tried," Axl said, pulling away again, but Slash's hand around his wrist gave a slight tug, keeping him next 
to him. He closed his eyes and kissed his neck again, inhaling the scent of shampoo and cologne and Axl. 


"Then why are you so scared?" he whispered in his ear, nibbling on his earlobe just the tiniest bit. Axl was 
quiet, letting Slash keep him next to him. He continued kissing his neck and nibbling on his ear, and Axl squirmed. 


"lim not," he said, as Slash leaned over him again and got him to lie down, his weight keeping him there. 
"You are. Every time | try anything more than kissing you freak out," 


No response, Axl lay still as he kissed him. Slash could feel him thinking about what he said. He slid his hand 
down the front of his leather pants, leaving the rawhide string tied, brushing the side of Axl's dick, and Axl 
closed his eyes and bit on his bottom lip, his back arching just slightly. Slash smiled and tried to pull the pants 
down despite the tie, and he reached for the string to yank them open again. He got a grip on that string and 
pulled, and in the next moment kissed Axl on the mouth, feeling him move beneath him. Still kissing him he 
tugged down the leather pants, but they were tight and it wasn't easy. He managed to get them down just to 
have Axl turn his head, stop kissing, push his weight off of him and arch his back to pull the pants back up 
and tie them tight. He turned so his back was against the wall, knees up in front of himself again, breathing 


hard, staring at Slash with a desperate fear. He saw how his chest heaved, saw the movements of his eyes. 


"Okay," Axl said, reaching his hands out to keep an arm's distance between himself and Slash, “okay, he raped 


me, 


Slash gazed at him. He'd known that already. He touched Axl's hair, trying to comfort him. He got closer to him 


and put his arms around him, feeling the tense muscles, the quick breathing. 


"I know, Axl," he said, his voice quiet, "I know." 


Seven 


Axl's breathing was deep and easy, he'd fallen asleep. Slash brushed the strands of red gold hair off his 
forehead, and peering so close to him he could see the light freckles across the bridge of his nose. He ran his 
fingertip along the edge of his collarbone. Axl was so skinny, his bones so visible. 


When Axl breathed he breathed, feeling his breaths sync with his. He saw the way his eyes moved beneath his 
pale eyelids. Slash closed his eyes and thought about the recent revelations, and he thought he'd known all 


along, somewhere deep inside of himself he knew. 


He could feel a dull anger at that unknown air conditioner van driver for taking advantage of Axl, for giving a 
scared kid a ride and then just taking what he wanted, and the selfish part of him wondered how much easier 


this would be if that hadn't happened. Would he have had Axl by now? Would he ever have him? 


He sighed and Axl shifted, turning in his sleep and curling into Slash, and Slash could feel the warmth from his 
body. He drifted off to sleep, too. 


Slash woke up before Axl did, seeing the slant of the morning sun coming in through one of the high windows. 
His hair covered most of his face, red gold strands shimmering in any tiny bit of light, and Slash bit his 
bottom lip looking at him. He was so beautiful. Then he groaned, and stretched, and opened his eyes. 


"Hey," he said, his voice thick from sleep. 


"Hey," he echoed, still enveloped in the warmth, not wanting to get up. He buried his face in Axl's hair and 
opened his eyes, it was like looking through fire. 


They had practiced all day, all five of them, and Slash got lost in his guitar playing like he always did, following 
the patterns in his head and through the air, the sound almost making a picture all around them. He put his lit 
cigarette under the strings at the neck of the guitar and it smoldered as he played, it smoldered as Axl 
screamed the lyrics that fit just so between the notes of his guitar. 


He guzzled Duffs beers like they were Kool-Aid and played the guitar until the callouses ached on his fingers 
and his head was ringing, and he thought about Axl and how he would figure out a way to get closer to him, 
to push him beyond his boundaries, he would, and he was vaguely secure in his idea of his ability to be able to 


do that until Axl slammed the microphone down and stormed out. 


"What the fuck!" Steven said, watching as Axl slammed the door to the rehearsal space. Duff looked slightly 


stunned at Axl's sudden departure but Izzy was unfazed, and Slash glanced at Izzy, wondering what he knew 


and had seen growing up with Axl. 


"You better go get him," Duff said to Izzy. Slash set his guitar down and brushed his hands off on the thighs 


of his jeans. 


"No," he said, "I'll go," 


